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AND OUR DUTY 


F it is asked, What does the Wesleyan 
Methodist Church owe to the Class- 
meeting ? the only answer possible is, 
Much every way, and more than |she 

knows. 

Without question zt has helped immensely 
to conserve the fruits of her evangelism. 

We have to thank God that from the 
beginning our Church has had remarkable 
success in her evangelistic labours. We 
may truthfully call it an unprecedented 
success, for there is no page of church 
history that records any parallel. Taking 
all the branches of Methodism at home and 
abroad, there are some thirty millions atten- 
dant on her ministry. This is the direct 
result of God’s blessing on the preaching of 
a present, free, full, and everlasting salvation 
through the sacrificial death of the Lord 
Jesus Christ. And it has all been accom- 
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plished in less than one hundred and seventy 
years. ‘This spirit of evangelism is our very 
life-blood. If we lost it our passing-bell 
would toll and we should be buried in a 
shameful grave But when the Church is 
blessed with spiritual children she has to 
cherish and nourish and guide and train 
them. This is not optional, it is a stern 
duty. The newly converted, whether younger 
or older in years, is in spiritual infancy. He 
has a thousand things to learn respecting the 
new life on which he has entered. He will 
meet with unexpected and subtle temptations, 
He will be liable to many mistakes and dis- 
couragements, and will need all the helps 
that he can get. And if the Church does 
not specially watch over her converts, what 
right has she to anticipate any other than a 
weak and sickly religious life, or, indeed, a 
fatal collapse? When through her own 
feeble spiritual health, or sloth, or indiffer- 
ence, or any other cause, she proves herself 
an inefficient nursing-mother, it fares ill with 
her new-born children. But while all 
Churches make more or less provision for 
the welfare of converts, our Church has had 
the Class-meeting for the special care and 
development of the spiritual life. Each 
member is placed with others in charge of 
a leader who shall watch over his spiritual 
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interests, and, if possible, see him once 
a week. This is the real meaning of the 
Class-meeting, and it has never changed. 
And how many it has helped through 
the childhood and youth of the Christian 
life into a noble, vigorous religious man- 
hood only God Himself can tell. But as 
a matter of fact, those who have realized 
blessing from it at the commencement of 
their Christian career are to be counted only 
by millions. 

The Class-meeting is a constant insistence 
upon the present tense in the spiritual life. It 
is a perpetual proclamation that religion is 
not a creed nor a ritual, not an act once for 
all, nor simple membership in the outward 
visible Church, but a divine life within the 
soul, created by the Holy Spirit. Now all 
life with which we are acquainted is every 
moment either under the action of the law 
of development or the law of decay. The 
flower grows to maturity and immediately 
begins to fade; the corn ripens and must 
at once be reaped, or it will spoil. Man 
goes up the hill of life, crosses the narrow 
tableland at the summit, and goes down the 
other side. When one law ceases to act, 
the other comes into play. But amid all 
the decay around us, and while our outward 


man perishes, there is one thing in the world 
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that God would have always under the law 
of development and never under the law of 
decay, and that is the spiritual life in the 
hearts of His saved ones. And for this 
He has made ainple provision in the gospel. 
In the divine intention religious life is to 
be an interminable road—a way without an 
end. Uninterrupted advance is the law in 
the kingdom of grace. No believer can 
reach a limit beyond which he cannot go. 
His constant attitude is that of ‘reaching 
forth’ to better things. ‘They go from 
strength to strength.’ 

But if the soul is not advancing it is 
losing ground. And so the all-important 
question is that of the present moment—not, 
How was it with me in the days gone by? 
but, How fares it now? And the Class- 
meeting is an ever-recurring inquiry into 
present experience. It is an assertion that 
the soul can no more live upon the past 
than upon the future, and in this way we 
are for ever keeping the only scriptural view 
of true religion before the minds of our 
people. We remember a dignitary of another 
Church making merry over what he called 
‘the introspectiveness of the Methodists,’ 
and satirizing the Class-meeting as a gather- 
ing of persons who were continually sowing 
seed and then turning up the soil to see if 
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it was growing. But it was not wit, it was 
foolishness. We doubt if he satirized the 
introspectiveness of his medical man when 
he sounded him to see if his heart and lungs 
were still in good condition. The doctor 
has always to do with the present tense 
because he deals, not with a statue but a 
living body. And just because, on the one 
hand, the soul may be ensnared by the wily 
tempter, or sink under a weight of sorrow, 
or be ‘overtaken in a fault,’ or ‘grow weary 
in well-doing,’ and so decline in goodness ; 
and because, on the other hand, there is 
always ‘more grace’ both for the young 
convert and the ripened saint, our Church 
announces by the weekly meeting that the 
believer must be continually ‘giving all 
diligence’ to make his ‘calling and election 
sure.’ 

The Class-meeting helps to meet and satisfy 
that yearning for Christian fellowship which 
is one of the features of New Testament 
religion. ‘The Church of Christ is not like 
any other community on earth. It is not 
the political club, in which men of most 
opposite characters fraternize because they 
hold similar political sentiments. It is not 
the guild, in which men of a like craft agree 
to associate to promote their common 
interests. It isnot the chamber of commerce, 
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in which men are united by financial ties. 
It is not a society in which men mingle for 
artistic or literary or scientific ends, It is 
the sacred fellowship of those who have been 
led by the Holy Spirit to the enjoyment of 
the ‘common salvation,’ in whose hearts are 
the same affections and desires and hopes 
and joys. As soon as a mam is brought to 
Christ he does not wish to hurry away to the 
hermit’s cell, but to the company of kindred 
souls. And any Church is sadly deficient 
that does not in some way provide for this 
natural tendency of the renewed heart.. So 
in addition to the ordinances of public 
worship, and other means of grace common 
to most communions, our own Church has 
the Class-meeting. The convert stands at 
the open door, looking wistfully in at the 
happy throng of the saved, and the Church 
says, ‘ “Come in, thou blessed of the Lord ; 
wherefore standest thou without?” In the 
world outside we are many; we are masters 
and servants, richer and poorer, learned and 
unlearned, in high office and lowly lot. But 
inside this door we are one, one in the 
loftiest concerns, “one in Christ Jesus.” 
Come, and come every week. Let us rejoice 
together. Let us stand shoulder to shoulder, 
as His followers. We are part of “the 
sacramental host of God’s elect.” ‘ Let us 
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not forsake the assembling of ourselves to- 
gether.” Weare ‘members one of another ” 
—‘‘fellow-citizens with the saints and of the 
household of God.”’ 

All Churches believe in the communion of 
saints, but many make but little provision for 
it. Said a minister to the writer, ‘I envy 
you. When a person in my congregation 
becomes a Christian, we admit him as a 
member into the church, and there it seems 
to end. I wish I had something like your 
Class-meeting.’” And we were not surprised 
to hear it. The Class-meeting makes the 
communion of saints a reality. Methodism 
does not leave it to haphazard. She makes 
it the essential privilege of every member. 
By the Class-meeting she guarantees that 
each one of her people shall get into touch 
with kindred souls. Once a week, at least, 
if he keeps our rules, he shall find himself 
among those who, with him, are walking in 
the way of life. But this leads on to another 
point. 

The Class-meeting is a means of mutual 
edification among all the members of our 
Church. It is for the interchange of thought 
and experience, and for counsel and prayer. 
In whatever method the separate meetings 
may be conducted—and full liberty is given 
to the leader—this is the aim. And here 
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comes in the element of mutuality. The 
church is a body, not a multitude of inde- 
pendent, disconnected atoms, but a living 
organism. And an organism is that in 
which every part is mutually means and 
end, in which the mass exists for the unit 
and the unit for the mass. This means that 
every member is both to receive good from 
the church and to impart good to it. No 
doubt many think much more of receiving 
than imparting, but the one is as needful and 
binding as the other. Every believer’s life 
has its own special value to the life of the 
church, as every muscle or nerve has its 
own particular value to the body. It is an 
integral part of a system for its own good and 
the good of the system. No man has any 
right to keep the lessons God teaches him 
to himself, or hide the good he receives 
within his own breast. The church is the 
garden of the Lord, and every flower is to 
contribute its share of beauty and fragrance. 
The church is singing an unceasing anthem 
of praise to Christ, and each voice is to 
take its part. Each member is to help the 
rest, and all the rest the one. ‘As every 
man hath received the gift, even so minister 
the same one to another, as good stewards 
of the manifold grace of God.’ And there 
are times when it is needful to remind some 
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that they are responsible for the votes that 
they do xof give. 

In ten thousand gatherings, week by week, 
mutual profit isrealized. The aged Christian 
utters words of chastened wisdom that sink 
like blessed seed into the mind of the young 
convert to produce a goodly harvest, and the 
testimony of the recently saved brings back 
to the veteran the fresh, sweet springtime 
of long ago. The depressed finds stimulus 
from the courage of the hopeful, and the 
over-sanguine learns from the more sober 
experience of the man who is ‘faint yet 
pursuing.’ The contemplative is warned by 
the active against neglect of the practical, 
and the busy worker is reminded that there 
is also a place in religion for holy meditation. 
The tempted soul hears of victories that 
others have won over the very foes with 
whom he is contending, and the joyous, 
whose days are filled with song, learns from 
the one beside him to ‘take heed lest he 
fall.’ Beautiful in their variety, and blessed’ 
in their results upon the thousands of our 
Israel, are the enlightening, soothing, stimu- 
lating, consoling influences of the weekly 
Class-meetings of our Church. 

The Class-meeting as promoted that pecu- 
liar Methodist brotherhood which is so great 
a power among us. As ‘members of Christ’ 
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in the same branch of His Church we have 
the closest relation to one another. ‘One 
family we dwell in Him,’ and everything that 
tends to make that oneness a reality and 
to exemplify it to the world is a precious 
thing, not to be treated lightly but to be 
valued very highly. While the whole army 
is one it can really be strengthened and 
made more effective;by the esprit de corps of 
each separate regiment. Possibly no other 
existing Church has such a kind of ‘ free- 
masonry’ as ours. Our brotherhood is 
unique. Of course something of this has 
grown out of other features in our economy, 
but unquestionably the Class-meeting has 
ever been the greatest bond of union among 
us. And this brotherhood has most blessed 
results. Quite unconsciously it tends to 
create a holy watchfulness over each other’s 
welfare. The lonely find safe and helpful 
companionships and the timid receive en- 
couragement. To the weary and worn the 
church becomes a veritable home of rest, 
and to the exposed an ark of refuge. The 
spiritual convalescent is helped by those who 
are ‘strong in the Lord and in the power of 
His might.’ And when a crisis arises and 
a member is in spiritual difficulties, or under 
a cloud of temptation, harassed by doubts 
or fighting life’s battle with all the odds 
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against him, ‘ suffering wrongfully’ for ‘con- 
science towards God,’ or plunged into 
sudden gloom by affliction in the home, his 
brethren know of it and rally to his help. 
His connexion with the church has been 
the salvation of many a man in times of 
stress and strain. And this is as it should 
be. Sometimes we have been misunder- 
stood and accused of a narrow care for our 
own communion only, that has excluded all 
others. But it is not so. We trust we are 
still ‘ the friends of all, the enemies of none.’ 
Loving Christ, we cannot but love all His 
followers. And brotherhood does not spell 
bigotry, nor special love for one argue 
dislike of all beside. The tie that binds our 
hearts in one is a very beautiful thing. Let 
any one read Charles Wesley’s ‘ Hymns on 
Christian Fellowship,’ and he will find the 
most perfect expression of New Testament 
brotherhood to be met with in human 
speech. Would that we and all sister 
Churches more fully reached their level! 
The Class-meeting is @ tratning-ground 
jor Christian workers, and of these every 
church must have an unbroken succession. 
But it must never be forgotten that the first 
and all-important qualification for usefulness. 
in the cause of Christ is a deep religious life 
in the worker himself. Nothing can ever 


14 


atone for the lack of this. No man will ever 
be spiritually effective simply because he has 
a trained intellect. His heart must be in 
sympathy with Christ by an intense devotion. 
If he has that, then the more complete his 
mental equipment the better, for God will 
use all there is in a man to be used when 
the whole is consecrated. But he must be 
‘a vessel unto honour, sanctified and meet for 
the Master’s use.’ The three questions asked 
respecting every candidate for our ministry 
are: ‘Has he grace? Has he gifts? Has he 
fruit?’ And they are rightly put in this order. 
It would be vain to look for fruit if he had 
neither gifts nor grace, and equally vain to 
expect it if he had only gifts and no grace. 
And the same principle holds with all Christian 
workers. If a man declines in grace, his use- 
fulness will decrease; if his religion strengthens, 
God will be able to use him more widely. 
Many a man who has been of no service 
spiritually has become a mighty winner of 
‘souls when ‘filled with the Spirit,’ and those 
who have had but little intellectual power 
have been gloriously successful when living 
on high spiritual levels. 

Now the Class-meeting has been in number- 
less cases the training-ground for spiritual 
work. If a young man has possessed gifts 
they have soon been discovered, and in the 
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Class-room he has learned touse them. There 
he has begun to pray aloud and to speak on 
spiritual things. There he has learned the 
workings of the human heart. His Bible 
has become an illuminated volume read in 
the light of experience. He has seen the 
power of God’s grace exemplified in many 
phases of human character. All uncon- 
sciously to himself the Class-meeting has 
been preparing him for the work that God 
has had for him to do. And when he has 
begun to throw himself into the activities of 
the church he has gained inspiration in the 
weekly gathering with those like-minded with 
himself. 

It is to our classes that we have to turn 
for our future leaders and sick visitors, our 
Sunday-school and mission workers, and all 
ministers and local preachers. We can only 
jind them there. We never dare to forget 
this. When our Class-meetings are healthy 
and vigorous we have no difficulty in filling 
all our spiritual offices, but when they are 
weak and sickly we look to them in vain for 
those who will carry on God’s cause among us. 
And it is a pitiable thing when we can find 
fifty to help at a bazaar, but scarce two to 
take an empty book and work up a class or 
go out to call sinners to repentance. The 
outlook of such a church is not to victories 
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for Christ, but towards the shades of night 
and the silence of the tomb. 

The Class-meeting “as brought ministers 
and people together as possibly nothing else 
would have done. If any Church is to prosper 
there must be a close bond of sympathy 
between ministers and members. The work 
of God will never advance without it. But 
in order to sympathy there must be mutual 
knowledge. One means to attain this is 
found in pastoral visitation, and no faithful 
and wise minister will neglect this part of 
his work. But every minister finds how 
increasingly difficult it is in these modern 
days to ‘get at’ his people for spiritual 
converse in their own homes. With the 
social conditions of the time on the one 
hand, and the increasing demands made 
upon the minister by our ever-developing 
agencies on the other, the difficulties of 
thorough pastoral work grow more and more. 
But the Class-meeting is one of the best 
imaginable means of bringing about mutual 
acquaintance. It is one of the duties of 
the minister to meet the members four times 
a year for the renewal of their tickets of 
membership. And therefore, circumstances 
permitting, it is quite as much the duty of 
the member to be there to receive it from 
his hands. And in the class-room the pastor 
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and the people get into closer touch. They 
learn to know and understand each other 
better. There is the homely, the brotherly 
and sisterly element present. The formal 
gives place to the family feeling. But if the 
member deliberately refuses to meet the 
minister, who is there for the express purpose 
of meeting him for prayer and converse 
about the things of God, he is not only 
making a mistake, he is neglecting his duty 
to himself and the church to which he 
belongs. Many a minister will frankly state 
that next to the preaching of the gospel the 
most enjoyable part of his work is meeting 
the members in the classes. And there is 
no manner of doubt that the quarterly 
visitation has been a most effectual means 
of drawing ministers and members into a very 
close union that has had a most beneficial 
effect upon the work of God. 

Yet another point may be noticed. The 
Class-meeting as provided a splendid sphere 
of constant Christian service. Our Church 
possesses to-day in this country 24,666 lay 
class leaders and 5,358 junior leaders. And 
it is computed that British Methodism has 
during its history employed at least 200,000 
men and women in this department of holy 
toil. For such a noble army we may well 
thank God. Competent and efficient leaders 
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are one of the most precious assets of our 
Church. 

Now real work for Christ always returns in 
blessing to the worker. There are some of 
the Lord’s people who have very little joy in 
their religion simply because they do so little 
to bless others. The dull gloom that résts 
upon them would give place to invigorating 
sunshine if they would throw themselves into 
some branch of Christian enterprise. The 
happiest children God has in this world are 
those who forget themselves in seeking to 
turn our earth to Paradise by helping souls 
to Christ. The preacher gains a blessing as 
he dispenses the Word of Life to others. 
The teacher finds that Christ grows dearer 
as he seeks to lead his class to love Him. 
The sick-visitor becomes more like his 
Master as he goes on his errands of mercy 
to the afflicted. And to the end of time it 
will be true: ‘He that watereth shall be 
watered also himself.’ God pays us as we 
go. And we have heard many a leader say, 
‘ Whatever good my class has been to others, 
it has been a wondrous blessing to myself.’ 
It is no small matter for a Church thus to 
give a magnificent opportunity of doing good 
to souls to such multitudes of her sons and 
daughters. 

Still, though all this is true, we do not for 
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one moment contend that the Class-meeting 
has been a perfect institution, for nothing 
that involves human agency can ever escape 
defects. At the same time we do maintain 
that, in spite of all drawbacks, it has lived 
on because of the benefits it has conferred. 
Its history has justified its existence. Had 
it been useless it would long since have 
passed away. It has been a power for good 
among all grades of society, among pro- 
fessional men and artisans, sailors and 
fisherfolk, miners and factory workers, under- 
graduates and farmers, tradesmen and sol- 
diers. And we have no hesitation in 
recording our solemn conviction that without 
the Class-meeting Methodism would have 
dwindled away, and instead of filling the 
homeland with its circuits and girdling the 
globe with its missions, would have become 
little more than a name. 

From the very first God has been in it. 
No one acquainted with the story can fail to 
see how divine grace and providence worked 
together to establish it. The great Evan- 
gelical Revival, to which England owes an 
eternal debt, was just commencing. Men 
and women were turning to the uplifted 
Christ whose call of mercy they had never 
heard before, and as they pressed into the 
kingdom they needed just the kind of help 
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that the Class-meeting has given ever since. 
And in this way God led His servants to 
garner and preserve the grain. And for 
every soul who, through the passing years, 
has proved the class-room to be a fount of 
help in fighting ‘the good fight of faith,’ we 
may well sing a song of grateful praise. 

What then is our duty towards it to-day ? 
Certainly, to maintain tt in all its integrity. 
One of the divine methods of teaching is by 
experience. It is so with individuals, with 
nations, and with Churches. Woeto the land 
that does not heed the voice of God in its 
history! Woe to the man who does not 
learn from the way in which God has dealt with 
him! And woe to the Church that is false 
to the experiences through which God has 
led it! If after all the grace that has come 
to the millions of our people through the 
Class-meeting we abandoned it, we should 
deserve to be left a God-forsaken Church. 
We should have committed a great iniquity, 
for we should have sinned against all the 
lessons of the past. 

We must maintain it because the ends 
it has secured are those which the Church 
of Christ must, in some way, attain in every 
age, if it is to fulfil the Saviour’s purposes. 
Newborn souls will always need instruction 
and guidance, the renewed heart will always 


21 


long for Christian fellowship, there will ever 
be the same need for mutual edification, the 
people of God will always need to cultivate 
the spirit of a holy brotherhood, and if men 
are to do God’s work their hearts must be 
prepared. These are the perennial needs 
of the Lord’s chosen. So it would be folly 
to assume an air of superiority, and talk 
of the Class-meeting as though, while it 
suited the benighted generations who lived 
before us, it was quite effete in the enlightened 
circles of the twentieth century. The wants 
of the human heart are the same in every 
age. Just as truly as the world will ever 
need the same gospel and the same con- 
verting power, so the Church of the future 
will require the same helps heavenward as 
did those who have finished their course and 
gone to be with Christ. Now it is an axiom 
of wisdom never to part with a good thing in 
possession until you can provide a better, and 
until the day comes when we can devise some- 
thing that will fulfil all the purposes of the 
Class-meeting more perfectly, consecrated 
common sense insists that we should continue 
the institution as it is. 

To injure it in any way would be to sin 
against those who will come after us. 
‘The present is the vassal of the past,’ 
and the future is the child of the present, 
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The Methodism of the next generation is 
being made by this. And if our Church 
to-day should set light by this precious 
means of grace it would not only fatally 
impoverish itself, but rob the future of that 
which we ought loyally and gratefully to 
leave behind us as a priceless legacy. And 
this would be a sin. 

It may be replied that no one wishes 
to destroy it, and we quite agree; but we 
must not forget that we can doom the loveliest 
flower to destruction by simply neglecting it. 
And the Class-meeting can be destroyed 
without any deliberate intention. 

If then our manifest duty is to do every- 
thing possible to maintain and strengthen it, 
the question comes, How is the end to be 
reached? And our answer is, It will not 
be by legislation. Our classes cannot be 
made effective by official regulations. From 
first to last the question is spiritual, not 
economic. It has to do with life, not 
methods. The simple matter of fact is, 
the Class-meeting flourishes when religion 
flourishes in the hearts of our people. It 
declines when devotion declines. As a rule 
when the love of God in the heart of one 
of our members begins to ‘wax cold,’ the 
first of the means of grace to be neglected 
is the class. When a backslider is restored 
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to the joys of salvation that he had lost, he 
at once rejoins. And when the breath of 
revival sweeps over any of our societies, 
whether in village or city, the classes at 
once become crowded. Just as a low 
vitality weakens all the bodily organs, steals 
away all enjoyment, and makes an easy 
road for the ravages of disease, so a low 
spiritual life in the Church weakens it in 
every part, stops its songs of exultant praise, 
and exposes it to a thousand ills. There are 
plants that can only grow under a tropical sun, 
and the Class-meeting is a plant that only 
develops its strength and beauty in the 
glowing atmosphere of entire consecration. 
It droops wellnigh to dying when surrounded 
by the depressing air of spiritual lukewarm- 
ness. If our class-rooms are to be filled, and 
if we are to hand down to the coming years 
our rich heritage of Christian fellowship, with 
all that it involves, it comes to this—that our 
Church must rise to the enjoyment of that 
‘full redemption’ which it has been her 
glory to proclaim as the present privilege 
of every believer. Let this be the normal 
condition of our spiritual life, and our class- 
rooms will be thronged with ‘Jesu’s wit- 
nesses,’ eager and happy to testify to His 
‘ereat grace,’ while, by the natural law of 
the interaction of forces, the Class-meetings 
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will in their turn still further intensify the 
devotion. 
When Paul stood before the Cross of his 
Lord and read its meaning, he said : 
He died for all, that they which live should not 


henceforth live unto themselves, but unto Him who 
died for them and rose again. 


There is the divine purpose—entire con- 
secration—nothing less. 
And the Master Himself has said : 


Iam come that they might have life, and that 
they might have it more abundantly. 


There is the power by which the life of full 
devotion may be lived. 

And this is the confidence that we have in Him, 
that if we ask anything according to His will, He 
heareth us ; and if we know that He hear us, what- 
soever we ask, we know that we have the petitions 
that are desired of Him. 


There is our warrant for asking and trusting 
for it. 
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